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7
            TODAY

         

         Nationalism is marching across the world.

         Nowhere is immune to its advance. Everywhere must come to terms with the threat it poses.

         In the last few years, nationalism has become the driving force behind the Republican party in the United States, the Conservative party in Great Britain, the Bharatiya Janata party in India, Likud in Israel, the Alliance for Brazil in Brazil and PDP–Laban in the Philippines. It conquered Hungary under Fidesz and Poland under Law and Justice. It dominated political debate in Italy through the Lega, Austria through the Freedom Party, Bulgaria through Attack and Estonia through the EKRE.

         Sometimes it loses a battle. Sometimes it wins. In some countries, it takes over the government in its entirety. In others, it acts as a junior partner in a coalition. Often it does not even need power. It simply dictates the political narrative from opposition.

         Wherever nationalism establishes a position, it transmits its narrative, which consists of six lies, or a combination of them.

         The first lie is that you do not exist as an individual. Nationalism claims that society is composed of two groups, who are in a perpetual conflict with one another: the people and the elite.

         In reality, neither of these groups exist. There is no such thing as the people. Individuals do not compose a homogeneous mass. They do not speak with one voice. They have different values, interests and eccentricities. They are not singular, but plural. 8The elite is also a fiction. There is no one centre of power, not in politics, economics, culture or anywhere else. The world is composed of distinct clusters of power, which sometimes flow together and sometimes apart.

         The notion of the people versus the elite sounds like a challenge to power, but that is a misdirection. In fact, it consolidates power. It does this by creating a moral through-line, a fairy story, by which the nationalists can claim unchallengeable legitimacy on behalf of those they claim to represent. In their eyes, only the votes of the people who agree with them count as democracy. The rest of the population is ignored.

         This process warps and diminishes what it is possible for humanity to be. Nationalism pretends that we have only one identity, that we cannot be more than one thing at once. It makes us uniform and categorised, a part of the mass: an undifferentiated component of the whole.

         The second lie is that the world is simple. This lie proceeds logically from the first. If the world is split between two groups, instead of being a vast and diffuse network of individual and organisational interests, it follows that all that is wrong is the result of the elite and all that is right is the result of the people.

         The notion of complexity is thereby eradicated from existence. The great ecosystems of the world – from trading networks, to law, finance and sovereignty – are wiped away. They are replaced by childish assessments of problems and infantile proposals for their solution.

         These solutions never work, because they do not address the real-world circumstances which caused them. But when they fail, as they invariably do, the blame is not placed on nationalism. It is placed on a conspiracy of the elite. Nationalism therefore works as its own intellectual consolidation and enforcement program. The things which disprove it are used to justify it. The events which go against it are taken as evidence of its necessity.

         The third lie is that you must not question. To speak out, to interrogate, to inquire, is to reject the purity of the people. It is to place yourself above them.9

         Independent minds are a threat to power. Their mere existence disproves nationalism’s world view and their conclusions undermine its policy platform. They are a living refutation of the notion of a binary class system of the people and the elite. It is therefore necessary that they should be denigrated and abused. They are branded enemies of the people.

         The fourth lie is that institutions are engaged in a conspiracy against the public. On a national level, these institutions include the courts, the parliament or Congress, the press, charities and research institutes. On an international level, they include the United Nations, the European Union, the World Health Organisation, and the World Trade Organisation.

         By their nature, institutions limit the power of government. They scrutinise it, balance it, separate it, hold it to account, block it from taking illegal actions and force it to abide by democratic standards. Internationally, they solve problems countries cannot handle on their own, demonstrating the capacity of humankind to co-operate across national borders.

         The narrative of the people versus the elite does not allow for that degree of organisation. If the people are pure and the nationalists represent them, then there can be no legitimate restrictions on their expression. So the institutions are attacked, at all levels, at all times. First they are discredited. Then they are disabled. Then they are destroyed.

         The fifth lie is that difference is bad. This applies to people from other countries, or with different coloured skin, or sexuality, or clothing, or language. This view is entailed by the concept of the people as a singular, virtuous body. All outside entities are, by definition, a challenge to its purity.

         Nationalism asserts that you should be afraid of those who are not like you. Minorities are treated as a threat to the integrity of the people, rather than proof of the richness of human experience. The language it speaks is of uniformity, conformity – the machine over the organism.10

         The sixth lie is that there is no such thing as truth. A commitment to objective fact is treated as the mewling of the elite. Evidence and reason, the qualities that allow humanity to aspire towards certainty, are dismissed as plots against the people. Statistical authorities, academics, economic analysts, trading experts and investigative journalists are categorised as political opponents.

         This is because truth is a challenge to power. If voters base their views on verifiable data, the nationalist narrative can be contradicted. Those who live under its shadow are therefore encouraged to process information according to their tribal identity rather than its veracity, to close themselves off from anything that might challenge their faith.

         The lies of the nationalist movement range from the gigantic to the trivial, from the systemic to the opportunistic. This disinformation is not just a means to an end. It is an end itself. It serves two distinct agendas. Firstly it attempts to redefine day-to-day events in whichever way most suits the nationalist narrative. Secondly it works to degrade the entire notion of empirical reality. If nationalists can lie without consequence, the concepts of truth and falsity fall into irrelevance. And then there will be no checks on their power whatsoever.
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         There is a system of thought which understands what is happening to us and offers the means to resist it. Its name is liberalism. It is the single most radical political programme in the history of humankind.

         This is not because of its conclusions or its tactics. It is certainly not because of the political parties that bear its name. It is because of its unit of analysis.

         Liberalism is the struggle for the freedom of the individual. When it is truly followed, it can never be the tool of the powerful. It can never be used to oppress. It can only liberate.

         It rejects the false choice of the people versus the elite. It is committed to empirical reality. It stands up for institutions, and diversity, and, 11chief among all values, the liberty of every person to engage in their own act of self-creation. To be who they want to be. To live where they want to live. To love who they want to love. To do as they please, with the only restraints on their actions entailed by the protection of liberty for others.

         It pursues freedom, because freedom makes all other values possible.

         Liberalism does not have a party line. It does not worship leaders. It is a living, breathing thing, a constantly evolving set of questions and answers. It is the rebel thought, the view of the world which springs from within – rather than the one imposed from above.

         There are countless ways to fight back against what is happening to us, but they all start with this one moment: of understanding what liberalism is. Of knowing what we fight for and why.

         This book tells the story of liberalism, from its birth in the age of science to its new status as a resistance movement against nationalism.

         It is a story of war, romance, economics, eccentricity and struggle. It is the story of a single idea, which grew more complex and daring over the centuries, and of the dangers and tragedies that followed from its articulation. It is the story of some deeply unusual, stubborn, free-thinking people, who lived life on their own terms and devised a system that would allow others to do likewise.

         It is also an account of how it faltered – how a combination of economics, culture and technology weakened it and brought us to the situation we are in today. It’s through understanding that process that we can repair liberalism, gather ourselves and undo the damage that is being inflicted upon us.

         This is how we fight back. Not by compromising with nationalism. Not by respecting it or getting so lost in our ideological confusion that we allow it to prosper. We fight back by rediscovering our principles. And that means going right back, to the dawn of science, to see where the dream of liberty first took hold.
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            1. BIRTH

         

         On 10th November 1619, René Descartes had a nightmare. He was walking down a road in a violent storm and shadowy figures were following him. He couldn’t keep a straight line. A weakness was affecting his right side and driving him constantly to the left. Strong gusts of wind kept spinning him around and preventing him from getting a sure footing.

         Ahead of him he could make out some gates and beyond that a church where he could flee the storm. But even when he went in the courtyard, the wind kept throwing him off balance. He saw a man he recognised and tried to say something to him. It was impossible. He couldn’t stand upright. Then, slowly, other figures began to appear, all of them steady on their feet, unaffected by the weather. And they stared down at him as he scrambled in the dirt.

         He woke up. It was the dead of night. A fire crackled in the corner of the room. Descartes was inexplicably terrified. For hours he lay in bed and there in the darkness, half-mad with anxiety, he started to develop a terrible thought: what if there was an evil demon watching him, putting these nightmares in his head?

         He prayed. And then, finally, he fell asleep again.

         As soon as he lost consciousness there was a loud explosion. He snapped back awake and stared at the fire. Had it crackled loudly? Or did that just happen in his mind? He felt more terror, more of the anxiety of the night-time, and then eventually drifted off again.13

         He was standing by a table with two books on it. He opened one of them and saw the line: ‘Quod vitae sectabor iter?’ – what path in life shall I follow? A man appeared and they discussed the books for a while. Then the books and the man faded.

         But Descartes did not wake up. He stood there, by the table, and realised something. He was dreaming. And then he started to interpret the dream, to think it through, while he was still in it. When the analysis ended, he woke up.

         These dreams would come to define Descartes’ life. He became concerned with the gap between dream and reality, the thin line between being awake – existing in a real physical space with ordered thoughts – and the crazed world of dreaming, where everything is bizarre and volatile.

         The aspect of dreams which seems to have disturbed Descartes was how life-like they felt. If dreams seemed so real at the time, he thought, then who was to say that the things we thought or perceived when we were awake were any more reliable? For all he knew, the evil demon he imagined that night was real. It could be putting thoughts into his mind when he was awake as easily as it could while he was asleep.

         Descartes didn’t believe there was an evil demon. What concerned him was that he could not prove – utterly, without any trace of doubt – that there wasn’t. And if he couldn’t prove that, then he couldn’t really prove anything. Perhaps green was red. Perhaps two plus two equalled five. Perhaps the bed he slept in wasn’t real. If you followed this line of reasoning far enough, the world fell down: maths, geometry, physics, politics, religion, civilisation. Everything was built on shaky foundations.

         Descartes, an aimless 23-year-old Frenchman, decided to dedicate his life to finding certainty. He roamed the world, speaking with scientists and theologians, trying to find bits of knowledge, priceless slivers of certainty, which he could be absolutely sure were true. He was engaged in an act of existential quarantine: finding and isolating facts that someone could believe without any shadow of doubt.14

         ‘During the following nine years I did nothing other than wander around the world trying to be a spectator rather than an actor in the dramas that unfold there,’ he wrote. ‘I rooted out of my mind all the errors that could have slipped into it.’ Then, eventually, he settled down and started to write philosophy. It was not until he was 45, in a work called Meditations on First Philosophy, that he properly grappled with the dream and its implications. It is arguably the most important book ever written, but not for the reason Descartes thought. He intended for it to be an affirmation of religious faith. He wanted to protect belief in God from the relentless doubt he had experienced, from nagging questions of scepticism. But instead of finding certainty in God, he found it somewhere else entirely. He found it in the individual.

         This idea would go on to destroy the old world and create a new one, based on rights, reason and liberty. It was the birth of liberalism. And it happened by accident.
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         Descartes was a hard man to like. He combined haughty arrogance about the brilliance of his writing with extreme sensitivity to criticism and a disregard for the work of almost everyone else.

         He dismissed even great thinkers and seemed completely uninterested in any book, by any author, on any subject. ‘Although when one publishes a book one is always very anxious to know what readers say about it,’ he once wrote, ‘I can assure you that it concerns me very little. Indeed, I think I know the ability of most of those who pass for learned so well that I would think little of my views if they approved them.’

         He was no more interested in people’s company than their writing. When he returned from his early travels, he lived like a recluse, moving constantly from house to house, town to town, in a bid to be left alone.

         In the end, he started to conceal his location from even trusted friends and put misleading return addresses on his correspondence. His 15acquaintances, such as they were, began referring to him as Monsieur d’Escartes: Mr Evasion. His few friendships almost always ended in bitterness and recrimination.

         Insofar as he kept contact with anyone, it was Marin Mersenne, a French mathematician who acted as an intellectual hub for the scientific minds of Europe. As Descartes became more and more reclusive, Mersenne served, to all intents and purposes, as his emissary on earth. He forwarded his correspondence, told him of the current debates among learned men in France, and helped him publish his books.

         They were living through a period of great change, where rationality was starting to challenge the old authority structures.

         Since around the end of the 12th Century, the ideas of the ancient Greek philosopher Aristotle had begun to meld with Catholicism and fossilise into dogma. Subjects like epistemology, the study of knowledge, and metaphysics, the study of reality, had narrowed into unchallengeable truisms. Those who questioned them too forcefully were accused of heresy. Religious authorities used torture and execution to keep people in line.

         Then something broke. It started with the work of Nicolaus Copernicus, a Polish polymath. His book in 1543, On the Revolutions of the Celestial Spheres, rejected the idea that Earth was the centre of the universe. In fact, the Earth was just a part of a solar system. The other planets in the sky were not circling around it. They, like the Earth, were circling the sun.

         Copernicus was reducing the stature of humankind. He was implying that we were just one part of a greater story, perhaps just a minor part, rather than the centre of existence. The theory contradicted several passages in the Bible, including I Chronicle 16:30, which stated that ‘the world also shall be stable, it be not moved.’ The more confident scientific thought became, the more it challenged religion’s monopoly on knowledge.

         In 1593, Giordano Bruno, an Italian friar who claimed that the universe was infinite and had no centre at all, was tried for heresy by 16the Inquisition, the Catholic Church’s religious courts. He was found guilty and burned at the stake in Rome. By 1615, the Inquisition had found Copernicus’ theory to be ‘formally heretical.’ Later, it would persecute the Italian astronomer Galileo Galilei. He was dragged to Rome, threatened with torture and put under house arrest.

         Descartes spent his life worrying about these controversies and what they might mean for his own writing. He was wise to do so. His work strongly implied – but never explicitly stated – that Copernicus’ theory was correct. And there was something else, something deeper. While Descartes was a committed Christian, his thinking, when you got down to it, was fundamentally heretical. In an age of rigid religious belief, his life’s work was premised on the idea that it was hard to establish certainty.

         ‘I shall say nothing about philosophy,’ he wrote in 1637, ‘except that it has been practised by the best minds that have appeared over many centuries, and yet it still contains nothing that is not disputed and consequently doubtful.’
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         To write his first book, The World, Descartes retreated alone to Amsterdam between 1630 and 1633. He wrote in the opening sentence: ‘In proposing to treat here of light, the first thing I want to make clear to you is that there can be a difference between our sensation of light and what is in the objects that produce that sensation in us.’

         It’s hard to put yourself in the mind of someone who would need to be told that light and our perception of it are different. We know that light exists and that our visual and mental apparatus – our eyes and brain – translate that phenomenon for us to experience. But in Descartes’ time the orthodox view of the world was entirely human-centric. Objects were thought to contain the qualities people saw in them: blood, for instance had the quality ‘red’ in it. Fire had the quality of ‘heat.’17

         Descartes was saying something completely different: an object existed independently of our experience of it. Our sensory apparatus did not tell us the truth about reality, but only what we perceived.

         He was prying open something fundamental about the world, because from this thought, all science followed. If you could not trust your senses, you needed to construct a hypothesis, a theory about how things might be. And then you needed to test it, which required instruments which could account for our sensory weakness. And once you were doing that, you were doing science.

         Just as Copernicus had removed humankind from the centre of space, Descartes was removing it from the centre of reality. A mysterious world opened up underneath our feet, in which we were suddenly strangers in a land which had been full of certainty, constructed by the soothing words of priests and ancient Greeks.

         Descartes always insisted this idea was compatible with the teachings of the Church, but in truth it was a revolutionary thought, with implications that would uproot traditional structures of authority.

         Once the reader was convinced that their senses weren’t reliable guides to the world, Descartes started asking questions about how things might really work. He focused on fire. He dismissed the medieval notion that it had the form of ‘fire,’ the quality of ‘heat,’ and the action that ‘burns.’ Instead, he concluded, ‘the body of the flame that acts against the wood is composed of small parts, which move independently of one another with a very fast and very violent motion.’

         These parts, which he called ‘corpuscles,’ were ‘so small that we cannot distinguish them by sight.’ It was a primitive theory of atoms.

         This was Descartes’ second great insight: that the explanation of matter relied on microstructural qualities that were fundamentally mathematisable. He had not only outlined the starting realisation of the scientific revolution, but made considerable progress towards establishing its initial findings. He did this in the opening 13 paragraphs of his book.18

         And then, just as he was putting the finishing touches to it, Descartes heard about what happened to Galileo. It was a disaster. The principles of Descartes’ physics were quite plainly in line with Galileo’s views. This now constituted a formally heretical opinion of the motion of the earth. Just as he was about to send off the finished manuscript for publication, he decided to hold back.

         ‘I have decided to suppress completely,’ he told Mersenne, ‘and to lose almost all my work over four years.’

         
            [image: ]

         

         Descartes had been given a fright. He had, by the skin of his teeth, avoided publishing a work which could have seen him dragged before the religious authorities. The Netherlands was more tolerant than Italy or Spain, but he was playing a dangerous game and he knew it.

         He suddenly became extremely cautious, constantly fretting over religious attitudes to his work. Sometimes he buckled. Other times he tried to pre-empt and discourage criticism by launching aggressive assaults on otherwise obscure critics. His working life deteriorated into a series of theological disputes.

         He became embroiled in a long-running dispute with a Jesuit college. He was vigorously criticised by a Dutch Calvinist theologian, Gisbertus Voetius, who commissioned a writer to pen a book-length attack, suggesting Descartes ‘injects the venom of atheism delicately and secretly into those who, because of their feeble minds, never notice the serpent that hides in the grass.’ In a moment of real danger, he was compared to Lucilio Vanini, an Italian atheist, who had his tongue cut out and was strangled and burned at the stake in Toulouse.

         Descartes pursued these arguments at length, but it was a losing battle. The reality was that his entire world view, of faulty sensory perception and the superiority of mechanistic explanations for physical phenomena, was an innate challenge to the Church. 19

         So he had an idea, a way of putting all the theology behind him and focusing on what really mattered. He would demonstrate that the existence of God was absolutely certain. By doing so, he could rule out ever being branded heretical or atheistic. This would set him free to get on with his broader study of doubt without constantly looking over his shoulder.

         It turned out to be a terrible misjudgement. Descartes had become too good at what he did. He was a master of prising things apart and exposing their inner flaws. By turning his focus on God, he would end up breaking the entire composition of human knowledge. And worst of all, he would do so by accident.

         In 1637, Descartes finally published his first book, a series of three essays on optics, geometry, and meteorology, with an accompanying note called Discourse on the Method to introduce them. The three essays are now less well known, but The Discourse has become part of the canon of western philosophy. It was where he first laid out his system for rigorous, systematic doubt – an unflinching critical gaze one could apply to any problem.

         It had four sequences: First, separate out what you know to be true from the parts you can doubt. Second, break down the remaining problems into smaller units. Third, solve the simple ones first and work your way up. Finally, review the work and assess if anything has been left out.

         Today it seems like a perfectly normal approach to problem-solving. At the time, it was a deeply subversive system. It didn’t matter how Descartes tried to dress it up. The method implied that reality was open to the human intellect. Anyone who was prepared to sit and think could evaluate the evidence for themself. It left no room for authority, unless it had something to contribute in the search for truth, which in most cases it did not.

         Descartes took care to protect himself. He published The Discourse anonymously. He inserted a chapter titled ‘morals and maxims of conducting the method’ which explicitly excluded faith and the laws 20of the state from its application. He made it clear that most people should not be trusted with the method.

         And then, crucially, he added another section, in which he tried to show that God could not possibly be subject to the level of doubt he was applying elsewhere. Three things, he stated, existed outside the realm of scepticism: his own existence, reason and God.

         It didn’t work. The section was brief and reluctant. It raised more questions than it answered. And it most certainly did not erect a firewall between his faith in God and his system of doubt.

         That put Descartes in a perilous position. The book may have been anonymous, but he was widely known to be its author. Any theologian who was out to get him – and there were now several of them – could claim that his arguments in favour of God were so weak that he was actually trying to spread atheism.

         So he made a fateful decision. He resolved to address the problems head on. He would write another book that definitively showed that his system of doubt was not a threat to God.

         It would dismantle and defeat sceptical arguments like the evil demon theory, which suggested we didn’t really know anything. It would establish God’s existence with absolute certainty. And then he could address himself to the problems which really interested him.

         In truth, Descartes was reluctant about the whole endeavour. In order to defeat sceptical arguments he would have to describe them, and that was a dangerous thing to do.

         ‘I did not dare to attempt this, because I would have had to explain at length the strongest arguments of the sceptics,’ he wrote to an acquaintance in May 1637. ‘I was afraid that this introduction, which could have appeared as if it were designed to introduce the views of sceptics, would disturb weak minds.’

         As a result, Descartes switched from his native French to Latin. This had the advantage of expanding his learned audience internationally, while excluding uneducated readers – thereby allowing him to say that he had gone out of his way to protect them from febrile ideas.21

         But it was not enough. Descartes failed beyond his own worst nightmares. Not only would feeble minds come into contact with sceptical ideas, but he was about to write a book which described them so vividly and compellingly that he would be known for centuries as a byword for the very viewpoint he was trying to defeat.
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         The book was The Meditations. Descartes laid it out like a work of fiction. His narrator, who was a kind of composite version of himself, was in a room, by a fire, doubting everything.

         He was going to sift through everything he held true and judge whether he could really prove it. If he couldn’t, he’d discard it.

         He didn’t need to take each belief in turn. That would take too long. He only needed to look at the foundations. If those were faulty, the whole construction would come tumbling down.

         So he started with his senses. ‘How could I deny that I possess these hands and this body?’ he asked himself. But he could, because when he was asleep, he was equally certain that his dreams were real, when in fact they turned out to be false.

         ‘There exist no certain marks by which the state of waking can ever be distinguished from sleep,’ he said. ‘I feel greatly astonished; and in amazement I almost persuade myself that I am now dreaming.’

         The threat of dreaming erased all certainty of the physical world. Physics, astronomy, medicine – they were all suspect. But he still had the contents of the mind, the concepts that we give meaning to through our thoughts and which exist independently of physical reality, like maths or geometry. After all, two plus two equals four no matter whether you’re awake or dreaming.

         But Descartes couldn’t be certain of even this. He returned to his fear of an all-powerful evil demon tricking him. It could have inserted false thoughts about mathematics and geometry in our minds. Maybe 22in reality two plus two equalled five.

         This left nothing which could withstand doubt, not even our own thoughts. ‘The sky, the air, the earth, colours, figures, sounds, and all external things, are nothing better than the illusions of dreams, by means of which this being has laid snares for my credulity,’ Descartes wrote.

         He was lost. ‘I had fallen all of a sudden into very deep water, I am so greatly disconcerted as to be made unable either to plant my feet firmly on the bottom or sustain myself by swimming on the surface.’ Nothing could be relied on. ‘What is there, then, that can be esteemed true?’ he asked. ‘Perhaps this only, that there is nothing absolutely certain.’

         This was the moment in the history of ideas – the exact point – when the old world died.

         Amid the ruins, Descartes started scrambling around for one thing, just one block of unassailable truth, with which he could start putting the world back together again. ‘I shall be entitled to entertain the highest expectations, if I am fortunate enough to discover only one thing that is certain and indubitable,’ he said.

         And then he found it: a point of truth. He found the self.

         He did it with a single thought: If I am being deceived, then there must be a me who is being deceived. Therefore I am.

         Everything else can be stripped from you, except that one solitary part. Doubt can challenge all things, but it cannot challenge the fact that you are doubting and therefore definitely exist. ‘This proposition – I am, I exist – is necessarily true each time it is expressed by me, or conceived in my mind.’

         Or, in Latin: Cogito, ergo sum. I think, therefore I am.

         It is arguably the most famous sentence in all of western philosophy. And it is also – without hyperbole – the single most beautiful thought in the history of humankind. It is the only thought you can have which is certainly true without any hint of doubt. There is simply no other thought like it. It proves itself, in a circular motion, by virtue of what it contains. It is a closed system of perfect confidence. 23

         Descartes had brought down the entire edifice of knowledge and found just one thing that was certain: the individual.

         But that was not all. There was something else contained in the Cogito: a secret partner. The individual was not a blank slate. It had one definable characteristic. It thought. It was only by virtue of thinking that it knew it existed.

         ‘I am a real thing, and really exist, but what thing?’ Descartes asked himself. ‘A thinking thing.’ He had a mind, he had understanding. In other words, he had reason.

         This was the moment liberalism was born.

         That seems a strange thing to say. Most people don’t consider Descartes a liberal. He wasn’t even writing about politics. Other major thinkers, like the German moral philosopher Immanuel Kant, are usually considered to be the outriders of liberalism. But it was here, completely by accident, that its basic operating units spluttered into life. The existential truth of the individual replaced the creaky old dogma of church and state.

         But it was not a single embryo. The ‘I am’ could not be proven without the thinking and the thinking could not take place without the ‘I am.’

         Liberalism and reason were born as twins.
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         From then on, Descartes frantically tried to build up from this block of truth to where he was trying to reach all along: the existence of God. But suddenly his skills and reasoning betrayed him. From one page to another, he went from some of the most impressive arguments in the history of philosophy to some of the least.

         He fired off numerous arguments for God, each seemingly more desperate than the last, each falling apart faster than the previous one. The Meditations collapsed as soon as it turned to its original purpose.24

         All of those pro-God arguments turned to dust. But the preceding thinking, the Cogito, took on a life of its own. Once its truth was revealed, it spread out relentlessly. Within years, students were asking searching questions of their teachers and agitating against the old Aristotelian strictures of their classes. Now, hundreds of years later, it is often the first argument given to philosophy undergraduates.

         In truth, the ideas Descartes was outlining were not really that new. Aristotle had a similar thought when he said that ‘to perceive that we perceive or think is to perceive that we exist.’ St Augustine, the 5th-Century philosopher, did too, when he responded to sceptical arguments by replying that ‘if I am mistaken, I exist.’ Jean de Silhon, a friend of Descartes, had toyed with similar formulations.

         But the history of ideas is not the history of the people who first thought of them. More often than not, it is the history of the person who popularised them. ‘As a rule, the man who first thinks of a new idea is so much ahead of his time that everyone thinks him silly,’ the 20th-Century liberal philosopher Bertrand Russell said. ‘Then gradually, the world becomes ready for the idea, and the man who proclaims it at the fortunate moment gets all the credit.’ Descartes was that person, even if he never wanted to be.

         Part of the reason the Cogito spread so far and fast was because it was so well written. Despite his stated concerns about uneducated readers, Descartes continued to write ‘in the vernacular.’ His voice was emotionally rich and appealing. The text was vivid and immediate. It was nothing like the treatises written by other philosophers of the time, or the dialogues which had been popular since Plato. His lack of interest in books left him free of the affectations of the age. His suspicion of learned men pushed him into a much more engaging and democratic form of writing.

         The Meditations was eventually banned by the Church, a few years after Descartes’ death. It had various theological problems, but the truth was deeper and broader. It was Descartes’ whole personality. No matter how much he tried to hide it, he reeked of rebellion. He 25had prodded and probed until the whole edifice of authority had fallen down.

         In its place, he found the individual. He freed humans from being a part of a whole.

         We are not a subsection of our family, or class, or tribe, or religion, or race, or nation. We are individuals. We can think for ourselves. We have a capacity for reason. This was the philosophical truth that emerged from the ruins of the old certainties. And from there, it took over the world.
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            2. AWAKENING

         

         It happened in 1647, six years after The Meditations was published. A group of English soldiers and radicals stood in a room in Putney, just outside London. They had taken their king captive. They were at war with their parliament. They had mutinied against their officers. And then they held an advanced debate on political theory.

         For centuries, the records of this meeting were lost. But in 1890 a librarian at Worcester College in Oxford made an extraordinary discovery: carefully noted minutes of what took place, written down in an early form of shorthand. It was, as the 20th-Century historian Austin Woolrych said, possibly the most ‘exciting archival discovery in any field of British history.’ It provided a detailed minute-by-minute account of people hammering out the very early outlines of what would become liberalism, in the frenzy of civil war.

         The sophistication of the debate was not by chance. It was the culmination of years of radical arguments, scribbled down in jail cells, smuggled out by sympathisers, published on outlawed presses, spread in the streets and alleyways of London, and whispered through the army ranks. It was the result of a sustained campaign by a group of stubborn, bloody-minded radicals called the Levellers.

         They were the first group to process Descartes’ existential assessment of the individual into religion and politics. They hadn’t read him. They almost certainly had no idea he existed, but at certain moments in history, similar ideas start to emerge in distinct and disparate contexts, like branches of an evolutionary tree. And that was what happened here.27

         The Levellers’ struggle started with King Charles I. England’s sovereign had married a Catholic French princess, Henrietta Maria, in 1625, and in doing so created lasting suspicion and resentment against his rule in his Protestant kingdom. During his reign, a form of High Anglicanism was imposed on England that had a grandeur and theatricality to it which looked, to his opponents, a lot like Catholicism. Above all else, Charles believed in the divine right of kings – the notion that monarchs received their authority directly from God and were therefore entitled to exercise absolute power.

         Looking back, he seems like a relic of the old world caught in the furnace of the new. But that would not have been how it appeared at the time, even to his opponents. Much of Europe was at that stage moving towards absolutism and would keep doing so for decades to come. Charles saw himself as a moderniser and a reformer, trying to overcome a century of economic inertia and stagnation. He could be a slippery character, prone to lying and misleading people, but he was not avaricious. Despite his many failings, he was a man of principle. He really believed he was God’s elect and that to defy him was to challenge the creator.

         Similarly, those who fought against him did not see themselves as the harbingers of a new democratic era. They rooted most of their arguments in ancient English liberties, which evoked a bygone – and largely fictitious – age of freedom deep in England’s history.

         History is not simple or linear. Its characters have a jumble of religious and political convictions that are barely comprehensible to a modern person. But at certain points, shocking new ideas emerge by chance out of economic and social events. And that’s exactly what took place.

         Charles was being frustrated by parliament. At this point, it was still under his command. He could choose when to call it and when to dissolve it. But it had a hold over him which was far more powerful than God’s. It could raise taxes.

         For years parliament had been using this lever to keep the king in check. It would only authorise new funds when it had secured something 28in return. And that meant Charles was stuck. When he recalled parliament, its members challenged his authority. When he didn’t, he ran out of money.

         For over a decade, he held off from calling them and tried all sorts of other imaginative – and ultimately unsuccessful – ways of raising money. It was known as the Eleven Years’ Tyranny. During this period Charles exerted executive control through a kind of mini-parliament called the Star Chamber. This body could pass laws, call witnesses, and torture and execute suspected heretics. It became a byword for arbitrary power among those opposed to the king’s rule.

         At its head was a deeply reactionary archbishop called William Laud. He was Charles’ enforcer.

         Laud understood that society was changing at breakneck speed. The shift of people from the countryside into London was forging new kinds of identity. Where people previously thought of themselves as being part of their village and religion, essentially as a part of a mass, they were now being bundled together, cheek-by-jowl, from diverse parts of the country and different social classes, in relatively large numbers. The old ties were fraying. Now there were new identities – of individual churches, Protestant groupings, occupation, and class.

         City-living also created the necessary conditions for what we now call news. Information could flow between people much faster in the bustling streets than it could between remote villages. When events took place, outbursts of gossip, rumour and innuendo flew across the city like darting birds, often sparking bouts of mass political activity.

         One piece of technology above all others fomented this instability: the printing press.

         Laud understood better than anyone the danger this invention posed to the regime. It could super-charge the flow of information so that it no longer required one person to speak to another. Unless it fell under government control, it would challenge religion and the king.

         So in 1637, Laud passed a decree through the Star Chamber restricting the number of authorised printers in London to 20. The number of 29people authorised to cast type was limited to four. Printing domestic news was a criminal offence. Authors and publishers of unlicensed material were interrogated and tortured.

         The Stationers’ Company – a mixture of a trade union and a professional body with full commercial control of books and printing – was expected to seek out and eradicate any published work that was considered treasonous or heretical or had been published on an unauthorised press. No carpenter, joiner or blacksmith was allowed to make any part of a printer without informing the Company. It became a kind of censorship militia, tracking down banned books and arresting their authors and publishers.

         
            [image: ]

         

         In the summer of 1637, three anti-Catholic writers – William Prynne, Henry Burton and John Bastwick – were hauled before the Star Chamber and convicted of seditious writing. They were fined £5,000 each – an inordinate sum of money – and sentenced to life imprisonment. They were also put in the pillories, had their books burned in front of them, and had their ears cut off. In the case of Prynne, who had already been before the Star Chamber four years earlier, the stumps of his ears left over from his previous mutilation were removed. He was branded with the initials SL, for ‘seditious libeller.’

         One young man in his twenties was inspired by the plight of three men and the way they stood by their convictions despite their torture. His name was John Lilburne and he would become the closest thing the Levellers had to a leader. He continued to distribute their works until December 1637, when he was caught by Laud’s agents and sent before the Star Chamber.

         His actions at this point defined his approach to politics for the rest of his life: defiance, legal literacy, a rousing and near-ceaseless insistence on the ancient liberties of the English, and a desire to be as argumentative and stubborn as it was possible for a man to be. As 30one of his allies once said: ‘If there were none living but himself, John would be against Lilburne, and Lilburne against John.’

         The Star Chamber secured convictions on the basis of its own witness testimonies, meaning that interrogations doubled up as grounds for prosecution. So Lilburne simply refused to speak except to state his freeborn right against self-incrimination. He also insisted that he could not contribute to the hearing because he had not been subpoenaed. Finally, he told prosecutors, he could not take the oath required of the court until he had been given time to consider its lawfulness. It was like someone had cut him out of the future, which had due process, and pasted him into his own time, which did not. The Star Chamber ruled that he be fined £500, imprisoned, and publicly tortured.

         On 18th April 1638, Lilburne was tied to the back of a cart, marched from Fleet Bridge to parliament, and beaten with a knotted three-thronged whip every four paces. Onlookers shouted encouragement to him as he was pulled through the streets.

         When he reached Westminster he was put in the stocks. He stared out at the crowd and delivered a calm and eloquent speech on Laud’s abuse of authority. Eventually the authorities stuffed a gag in his mouth, so he resorted to staring out at the people around him and regularly stamping his feet as a mark of defiance. From that day on he was known as ‘Freeborn John.’

         The authorities sent Lilburne back to prison, where they put him in solitary confinement and denied him food, clothing and medical care. He only survived because fellow prisoners smuggled him morsels through holes in the wall.

         Lilburne kept on writing from his cell, smuggling out radical anti-Laudian tracts that were published clandestinely. One of them, Cry for Justice, sparked huge protests. That was when he came to truly understand the power of the printing press. It was an extremely effective mechanism for mobilising support. You could write a pamphlet, publish, and – within a day – bring out crowds in protest.

         Laud had made a mistake. Banning printing did not make it go 31away, it just drove it underground. By capping the number of legal printers but not apprentices, the Star Chamber probably helped create the economic conditions for an illicit press. Idle trained workers were primed for an approach by radicals and many of the presses that should have been broken up ended up on the black market, where they gave voice to a growing network of anti-Catholic writers in London. These new customers wanted something urgent and quick. Instead of a long book for the nobility, the new product was an A3-sized sheet of paper folded into an eight-page pamphlet.

         Hundreds of these could be churned out over the course of an evening using just a single printer. And business was brisk. The area around St Paul’s Cathedral became the beating heart of a renegade printing trade. In a maze of decrepit back alleys and dingy buildings, a small army of radicals and criminal publishers smuggled in illegal printers and distributed outlawed pamphlets. They were referred to as ‘paper bullets.’

         They cost no more than the price of a beer to buy, so even very poor people could read them. At this stage London was surprisingly literate – 60 per cent of people could sign their own name. And those who could not read would often hear the tracts read out in the alehouses and taverns. The pamphlet was the opening salvo in the democratisation of politics.
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         By 1640, Charles was embroiled in a messy ongoing conflict with the Scots which urgently needed funding. His financial situation was getting desperate, so he finally called a new parliament. It was a catastrophic error. He had bottled up the problem for too long and now it exploded.

         As soon as parliament was recalled, its members set to work ensuring they could never be dismissed again. They passed a legal requirement that parliament be summoned at least once every three years and that, if this did not happen, it could assemble on its own, thereby establishing 32itself as an independent political body separate from the king. Then they accused Laud of treason, threw him in the Tower of London, and abolished the Star Chamber.

         Laud’s entire system of censorship fell down around him. The liquidation of the Star Chamber created a regulatory vacuum that destroyed the Stationers’ Company as an effective political or economic body and triggered a free-for-all in publishing.

         The number of titles published jumped from 900 in 1640 to more than 2,000 in 1641, then to 3,500 in 1642. More printed material was produced in that year alone than in the previous century and a half put together. Tellingly, the number of actual pages printed did not increase. These were predominantly pamphlets. The black market and the formal market were now effectively the same thing.

         Among the key Leveller figures who rose up in this new anything-goes printing culture was William Walwyn. He was older than most of his Leveller allies and more contemplative. His instincts constantly guided him away from violence and towards calm, reasoned argument. His chief pleasures in life, he said, were ‘a good book’ or an ‘honest and discoursing friend.’ Just like all the Levellers, and indeed anyone involved in the politics of the 17th Century, he was deeply religious.

         Although modern liberalism is overwhelmingly secular, one of its ironies is that the seeds of its growth were planted by Christians making pious protests against Catholicism.

         In 1517, the German pastor Martin Luther had challenged the authority of the Pope by opposing the extravagances of the Catholic Church, starting the Reformation and eventually Protestant Christianity. By the time of the Levellers, this conflict had ballooned to cover the entire continent. It defined the animosity between parliament and the king and was the motivation for the 30 Year War raging in Europe.

         Protestantism wasn’t homogeneous. After it spun off from Catholicism, it continued to fracture into countless pieces. Some were fairly similar to Catholicism in their political structure. Orthodox Presbyterianism, for instance, which was common in the British Isles, envisaged a state 33church, a legal requirement that people attend it, and a demand that they worship in a particular way. But some members of other Protestant movements took a different view. For them, the challenge to the Pope’s authority extended into a challenge to any religious authority. They saw the relationship with God as personal.

         The Puritans were the dominant group in what became the Levellers. They were themselves extremely diverse, with many conservative adherents supporting a national church. But the radical members were more subversive. They believed in a separation of church and civil authority, the autonomy of congregations, and the importance of personal conversion.

         Three explosive political thoughts sprang out of that religious outlook. The first was that people should have freedom of religious conscience. They should be able to worship as they pleased, in whichever church they wished. Some radicals even encouraged people to visit numerous churches and listen to different preachers before settling on one.

         The second was the notion of the individual. By centring their religious views on a personal relationship with God, radical Puritans undermined the authority structure of society. It wasn’t that they wanted individual freedom to find God exactly. In fact, their thinking went in the other direction – they were trying to clear away the man-made clutter to free God’s will for the individual. But the end result in the material world was the same.

         The third was the notion of doubt. Descartes recognised this when he saw the weakness of human senses in perceiving fire, and again when he stripped away human certainty about truth. Radical Puritans applied the same caution to religion.

         They accepted that humankind did not have the spiritual apparatus to know exactly how to worship God. It followed that everyone’s personal journey to religious enlightenment should be tolerated, so that people could discover which one was right. Neither the state nor any individual had the right to enforce a style of worship on others. Jesus, 34as Walwyn noted, used ‘no other means but argument and persuasion to alter or control.’

         These three ideas – of personal freedom, the individual, and the uncertainty of truth – would become central to liberal thought.

         Liberalism did not exist yet and it would have been incomprehensible to any of the people pursuing these views. And yet its starting assumptions were now starting to emerge, half-formed, in a cauldron of dissent.
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         By this point, the king realised how badly he had misjudged his opponents in parliament. They had wiped out his allies, broken down his mechanisms for exerting authority and begun to assert themselves as an independent political force. So in January 1642, he took decisive action. He charged five members of the House of Commons with treason.

         The next day he emerged from his chambers and said simply: ‘My most loyal subjects and soldiers, follow me.’ Then he strode out and took a coach to parliament, followed by hundreds of armed men. He was going to do with military might what he had failed to do through politics. He was going to humble parliament.

         The soldiers lined up at the door of the Commons, drew their swords from their scabbards and cocked their pistols. Charles walked slowly into the Chamber and approached William Lenthall, the Speaker, who chaired debates. ‘By your leave Mr Speaker,’ the king said, ‘I must borrow your chair a little.’

         Lenthall got up. Charles sat in the seat and looked around at the MPs in front of him. The five men he was looking for had already fled but the king didn’t know that yet. He turned to the Speaker and told him to point them out.

         Lenthall’s response was a key moment in English history. It would fundamentally alter the constitutional structure of the country.

         ‘May it please your majesty,’ he said, ‘I have neither eyes to see nor 35tongue to speak in this place but as this House is pleased to direct me.’

         The words hung in the air. They constituted the marking of territory. The king’s authority did not extend in that room, among the country’s elected representatives. The Speaker was the servant of parliament, not the Crown. It was now explicitly a fully formed and independent source of political power.

         Charles marched out the chamber. It was the last time any English monarch entered the House of Commons.

         He had been humiliated. Within days he left London for the north of the country, to ensure his safety. A period of shock and dawning realisation followed on both sides. Then, on 22nd August 1642, Charles raised his royal standard in Nottingham. He was going to war with his own parliament and England was about to endure one of the bloodiest conflicts in its history.
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         Parliament’s military fortunes lay with two men. One was Thomas Fairfax, a dashing lieutenant-general whose gallantry and bravery in battle inspired a fierce sense of loyalty from his men. The other was Oliver Cromwell, one of the most mercurial and impenetrable figures in British history.

         Countless books have been written about him, but none ever seem to pin him down. He is a body of contradictions and evasions. To some, he is the great defender of parliament. To others, he is Britain’s only military dictator. To many he is a monster, because of the crimes he committed later in Ireland.

         He is a shadow. At certain crucial moments in the narrative, he simply disappears. At others he speaks at length in favour of one set of ideas only to pursue the exact opposite course of action the following day. His behaviour is often impossible to decipher.

         Cromwell came from the lower rungs of the upper class, with a very wealthy grandfather but a struggling father. In his twenties he 36was diagnosed with melancholia, which was probably some form of nervous breakdown. After that period he became intensely religious.

         Cromwell and Fairfax were among the most successful army leaders Westminster possessed, but it wasn’t enough. Their forces were subject to a series of military defeats forcing them to retreat ever closer to parliament’s stronghold in London. There was a real fear that Charles was going to win the war.

         Cromwell used his status as an MP to launch a blistering attack against the existing army leadership in November 1644. He accused it of ‘backwardness in all action’ and pointedly suggested that many in parliament were unwilling to have the war ‘prosecuted unto full victory.’

         He was right. Parliament had been split. Some MPs and Lords wanted to end the fighting as soon as possible, sign an agreement with the king imposing their own form of religious government, and then reinstall him so he could enforce it. This was the Presbyterian faction.

         On the other side were the Independents. They wanted a much more root-and-branch reform of the system – freedom of conscience and an end to state religion. They believed that churches were voluntary bodies and people could decide whether to commit to them. They did not want to trade one system of coercion for another, but to fundamentally alter the conduct of religion and politics.

         This split had a military dimension. The Independents believed that the war had to be won hard. It was only by a swift and firm defeat that the king could be forced to make the radical changes they required.

         The Presbyterians were constantly trying to make deals with the king, from the beginning until the bitter end of the war, in order to return to normality, but with their own mild reforms in place. The king flirted with them throughout, always seeming to be open to negotiations but never treating them seriously.

         The acrimony in the Commons created a problem. Most MPs agreed that parliament needed its own national army to take the fight to the king, but both sides of the House were wary of it being controlled by the other camp. So they came up with what seemed like a simple 37solution. They would pass a law banning any member of the Commons or Lords from maintaining military command. It was called the Self-Denying Ordinance.

         At the time it seemed pragmatic, even ingenious, but the parliamentarians did not fully grasp what it entailed. They had created a completely new and independent power in the kingdom, as consequential as themselves or the king. And then they were giving it lots of weapons.

         This new national fighting force, which was professional and well paid, was called the New Model Army. It proved to be powerfully effective. In a decisive battle on 14th June 1645, the New Model defeated the king at Naseby in Northamptonshire and triggered a complete military collapse of the royalist forces. Leicester surrendered, followed by Bridgwater, Bath, Sherborne Castle, Bristol, Devizes and Winchester.

         By autumn, Charles retreated to Oxford, his last bastion, and, realising he was defeated, tried to escape in disguise. He made his way to Scottish forces and surrendered. The war was over.

         Or at least that’s what people thought. It was actually about to turn into something far messier. Parliament’s radical defenders were going to learn a harsh lesson – one which has been experienced by countless other revolutionaries in the years since: those who lead the fight very quickly become as oppressive as those they overthrow.
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         It started with something called the Ordinance for the Regulating of Printing. After two years of bewilderment in a deregulated printing market, the Stationers’ Company petitioned parliament for a return of the licensing system. It dressed up its commercial concerns in political terms. The message to the authorities was that if the state couldn’t control books, it couldn’t control ideas. And if it couldn’t control ideas, it couldn’t control anything.

         It found a willing audience among the Presbyterians, who were 38aghast at the boisterous pamphleteers, with their abusive mockery of opponents and the idea, simmering away in the background, that even the poor should engage in political debate.

         The Presbyterians accepted the Stationers’ Company’s request. Blackmarket printers were outlawed, along with any work considered ‘false, forged, scandalous, seditious and libellous.’

         It was similar to Laud’s decree of six years earlier. Extraordinarily, Prynne, the man who had had his ears cut off twice by Laud, was one of the new censorship regime’s chief enforcers. ‘A turd in your teeth,’ Lilburne told his former hero the next time he saw him.

         The resistance to this new censorship engendered some of the first works of early liberalism.

         The first salvo came from the poet John Milton, a supporter of parliament who shared several friends and printing presses with the Levellers. He wrote a pamphlet called Areopagitica, in which he mounted one of the world’s first defences of the freedom to publish.

         It was ‘as good almost kill a man as kill a good book,’ he wrote. ‘Who kills a man kills a reasonable creature, but he who destroys a good book kills reason itself.’

         Milton wasn’t the perfect defender of freedom. He was indifferent towards the free speech of non-Puritans and believed in banning seditious works. Nevertheless, he was doing something that would prove crucial in the development of liberal thought. He was acknowledging the concept of doubt, just as the Descartes had in knowledge and the radical Puritans had in religion, and importing it to the world of secular ideas. People did not always know what was true, so free debate was needed to find out.

         ‘Let her and falsehood grapple,’ Milton wrote. ‘Who ever knew truth put to the worse in a free and open encounter?’ Those who refused to engage in free debate were doomed to fossilise and expire. ‘I cannot praise a fugitive and cloistered virtue, unexercised and unbreathed, that never sallies out and sees her adversary.’

         He was glimpsing something. He didn’t quite know what it was 39yet, but the first moments of understanding were there. It was the fuzzy outline of a liberal hierarchy of virtues – one in which freedom was placed at the foundation, as the precondition of all other goods. ‘Give me the liberty to know, to utter, and to argue freely according to conscience, above all liberties,’ he concluded.

         Despite Milton’s efforts, the attacks on the blackmarket printers continued. The Leveller printing operation was in danger of being wiped out. Across London, rebel publishers were playing a cat-and-mouse game with the Stationers’ Company.

         One of the most celebrated was Richard Overton, who was both a publisher and a writer. He started life as a typical anti-Catholic propagandist, but grew increasingly radical over the years, deploying biting satire and mockery to deflate political opponents. He had his own printing press, people to run it, a distribution network, and the capacity to knock out copy to fast deadlines. This made him a target of the Stationers’ Company.

         Its enforcers traced his press to an address at Goodman’s Fields, where they tried to force their way through the door. The men inside held it shut against them. When it was forced open they escaped down a rope hanging from the upper window, but the press and several books were confiscated.

         The Stationers’ Company finally found Overton himself sleeping in bed with his wife one morning. He opened his eyes to find one man by his bedroom door, his pistol cocked, and another by the bed, his sword drawn and the blade by his face. ‘Tut, tut, tut,’ the man said. ‘Rise up and put on your clothes.’

         They ransacked the house and dragged Overton to Newgate prison by his hair, where they put him in irons. His wife was later arrested and taken to Bridewell prison.

         The Levellers were discovering that the new regime felt a lot like the old regime. ‘The tyranny over conscience that was exercised by the bishops,’ Walwyn wrote, ‘is like to be continued by the Presbyterians.’40
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         The radical printing network went back underground. Leveller writing now had to be done in secret – usually from prison cells – and smuggled out to the surviving blackmarket printers.

         Those printers churned out about 100 pamphlets an hour, often working all night for one run. Some articles were scattered on the streets at night. Others were sold by street merchants or at bookshops, or chosen by book agents, who would service readers in the countryside.

         The air was thick with war and resistance to power. And in that struggle, Leveller ideas started to become more radical.

         Most of them were simply committed to freedom of conscience for Protestants and no-one else. But occasionally they would venture into more expansive territory. Jews were included sometimes, along with ‘Turks,’ who we’d now call Muslims.

         At its most radical – and this was very rare – Leveller belief in freedom of conscience even included Catholics. Walwyn’s pamphlet A New Petition of the Papists allowed for their toleration. Overton’s remarkable The Arraignment of Mr. Persecution spoke out against persecution for any style of worship or speech. This was extremely far-sighted, given that at the time Protestant England viewed Catholicism less as a religion and more like an enemy military power.

         In mid-1646, Lilburne finally pushed his luck too far. The Lords demanded he answer for an anti-Presbyterian pamphlet he had written. At the trial, he simply put his fingers in his ears and refused to hear the charges against him. When prosecutors asked him what he said to the charges, he replied that ‘he had heard nothing of it, he had nothing to do with it, he took no notice of it.’

         He was fined £2,000, sentenced to seven years imprisonment, and banned from writing or being visited by friends and family. His books were burned in New Palace Yard in Westminster.

         When Lilburne was prevented from speaking to his wife Elizabeth 41in the prison yard, she went into a house 40 yards away and continued their conversation by shouting to him from the window. Eventually, Lilburne’s jailer threatened to board up the windows. ‘I would pull them down as fast as he nailed them up,’ he said, and speak to his wife until they ‘sewed up my lips, or cut out my tongue.’

         Meanwhile, Overton was in his own cell, writing a pamphlet that would introduce one of the fundamental principles of liberal thought. It was called An Arrow Against All Tyrants. Its first line rang with indignation: ‘An arrow against all tyrants and tyranny, shot from the prison of Newgate into the prerogative bowels of the arbitrary House of Lords and all other usurpers and tyrants whatsoever.’

         Just like Descartes, Overton’s writing was free from the presumptions and rigidity of philosophers. He was able to think in a radically different and unaffected way, a process which was given a shot of adrenaline by war and imprisonment.

         But unlike Descartes, he was not writing for other intellectuals, or out of a desire for recognition for his intellectual abilities. He was a propagandist and a hack. An Arrow Against All Tyrants was a piece of opinion journalism, written for busy people with little to no education, to be read on the street or the alehouse. It was intended to be a call to action, not reflection. The text crackled with urgency. And in that text he first outlined the idea of human rights.

         ‘To every individual in nature is given an individual property by nature not to be invaded or usurped by any,’ he wrote.

         And there it was. Emerging almost fully formed out of the ancient political culture of the English Civil War: the idea of individual rights. This was a sudden and astonishing elevation in the maturity of political thought. Overton was not demanding the rights of Quakers, or Baptists, or Protestants generally, or even Englishmen. He was reaching out from Puritanism’s demand for freedom of conscience to something universal.

         The Presbyterians had demanded freedom when they were under threat. But once they were ascendant, they had cast all that aside and behaved like the old regime. So it followed that something more 42wide-ranging was required, something that applied to everyone, regardless of circumstance, or religion, or political fortune.

         And then Overton went one step further. He outlined where those rights ended: at the exact point at which someone else’s rights were infringed. You were free to do whatever you wanted, as long as you did not take away the freedom of others.

         ‘No man has power over my rights and liberties and I over no man’s,’ he said. ‘For by natural birth all men are equally and alike born to like propriety, liberty and freedom. We are delivered of God by the hand of nature into this world, every one with a natural, innate freedom and propriety – as it were writ in the table of every man’s heart, never to be obliterated.’

         These rights existed outside of religion or the state. They were natural rights, which operated independently of the political world.

         In the summer of 1646 the Levellers published something akin to a manifesto: A Remonstrance of Many Thousand Citizens. It summarised a clear and practically-minded expression of rudimentary democratic ideas. For centuries people had thought that the king was sovereign and all power could be sourced back through him. But now he was gone. So they had to find the source of legitimate authority elsewhere. The obvious location was the people.

         ‘We possessed you with the same power that was in ourselves,’ the pamphlet told MPs, ‘for we might justly have done it ourselves without you, if we had thought it convenient.’ Insofar as the Commons had legitimacy, this document suggested it was because it represented the people’s will.

         By the spring of the next year, the Levellers had thrown their weight behind a petition with a 14-point plan for the country. Various attempts were made to deliver the petitions to parliament, but they were brutally suppressed. The petitioners were branded ‘rogues,’ assaulted, dragged along the ground, and threatened with arrest. When copies were handed to MPs at the door of the Commons they were sent to be burned by the hangman. 43

         The civil war had splintered into a three-way battle between the Levellers, the king and the Presbyterian-dominated parliament. But the radicals were aware of a fourth group: the New Model Army. And this one was more useful than the others, because it had the guns.
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         In a way, losing the war was the best thing that could have happened to Charles. Until then, he had been the military enemy, with his opponents allied against him. Now, in victory, they were fighting each other.

         Formal peace negotiations began with the king. The Presbyterians wanted a quick deal, incorporating his old political and religious structure into their own and then taking control of the country. The Independents in parliament were tentatively making their own advances. If either side could get the monarch on side, they would trump the other.

         The king’s tactic was simple: flirt and delay. Now he was captured, everyone wanted a piece of him: his cooperation would give either side legitimacy. So he bided his time and welcomed all sorts of advances without having any intention of doing a deal with anyone.

         While the king negotiated, the Presbyterians wanted to disband the New Model Army and send its remnants to fight in Ireland. But the soldiers were resentful. They had been used by parliament to win a war and now they were being dismissed. They wanted arrears of pay and indemnity for any crime committed during their service. Men had been put on trial for stealing horses during the war – a charge carrying the death sentence – and they needed legal protection.

         Slowly but surely, the Levellers and the army started to realise they had the same enemy.

         Lilburne attacked MPs who ‘call the army rebels and traitors.’ He was joined by Walwyn. Radical printers made sure that Leveller pamphlets were spread around regiments and read around campfires. A 44printing press was brought into the ranks. Before long, one observer noted that ‘Lilburne’s books are quoted as statute law’ by the soldiers. In the spring of 1647, the phrase ‘Lilburne’s freedom – soldiers’ rights’ became a key motto in a growing army rebellion against parliament.

         When the Presbyterians in parliament heard of a New Model petition for arrears and indemnity, they branded the soldiers ‘enemies of the state.’ This enraged the troops, who redoubled their resistance to any further calls for disbandment. If they were cast out of the army, they could be put on trial.

         And then they did something remarkable. They began electing representatives.

         It started among eight cavalry regiments in East Anglia. Cavalry regiments had higher rates of literacy, so they proved fruitful grounds for Leveller pamphlets. Two men were selected by the others to represent them when discussing their interests with the rest of the army. Then it spread. Several infantry units elected their own delegates. They were known as ‘agitators,’ although the word at the time meant something more like ‘agent.’ This was not exactly a mutiny. Many officers were sympathetic and the agitator system had some degree of support from the authority structures of the army.

         Colonel Thomas Rainsborough, a celebrated military leader and the best siege-master in the army, was watching with keen interest. He noted the way they selected two out of every troop in an orderly way and ‘did nothing that did not become them as soldiers.’

         Parliament tried to kill the trend by sending out commissioners to demand the soldiers disband, but it was too late. Fairfax’s infantry regiment in Chelmsford simply refused to follow the commissioners’ orders and instead began marching towards a general army rendezvous.

         Aghast, a Presbyterian lieutenant colonel asked them on whose orders they were marching. ‘Orders from the agitators,’ the men replied.

         The army was operating completely independently of parliament.
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         45The soldiers behaved as soldiers are trained to do. They understood that the first item of business was to secure their artillery. On 1st June 1647, an agitator called George Joyce rode out with his unit to Oxford and made sure the cannons were safely in New Model Army hands.

         Then he did something more unusual: he seized the king. He journeyed to Northamptonshire where Charles was being kept and at 10.30 at night, as he lay asleep, entered his room and informed him that he would be moved in the morning, but that under no circumstances would he come to any harm.

         The next morning the king walked downstairs to find 500 troopers mounted and ready to take him away. He turned to Joyce. It was a scene which just a year before would have been unthinkable: a king facing a coronet, the lowest commissioned rank in the army. But the conversation which was about to take place was even stranger.

         Under whose authority was Joyce acting, the king asked.

         ‘The soldiery of the army,’ Joyce replied.

         This answer made no sense. If it was an army decision he would have a commission from Fairfax. So the king asked again.

         ‘Here is my commission,’ Joyce replied.

         ‘Where?’ asked the king.

         ‘Behind me,’ Joyce said. And then he pointed back at his men. A democratic army was now making its own decisions.

         As baffling as it must have been to the king, it might also have made a kind of deranged sense. Just as parliament had shaken off its royal parent, so its own children were now abandoning it. It was ‘as fair a commission,’ Charles said, and ‘as well written’ as he had seen in his life.

         From there, Joyce transported him to Newmarket where the army was holding a general rendezvous. Fairfax and Cromwell both made their way there, too. At this stage, they were barely in control of events. Neither really approved of what was happening, although they were sympathetic to the men’s demands for pay and indemnity. 46They were trying to ride the wave, hoping they would still be on top when it crashed.

         Fairfax and Cromwell were presented with two documents. One was a list of grievances suffered by the army and the Levellers. The other created a new decision-making body, called the Council of the Army, which would bring together senior command with a pair of commissioned officers and two private soldiers elected by each regiment.

         They agreed to it. Perhaps they thought that it would allow the officer class to control this radical new body. But by signing up to it, they created something unprecedented: an army high command that was officially sharing operational power with the rank-and-file.

         The army published a document declaring that it was ‘no mere mercenary army, hired to serve any arbitrary power of a state, but called forth and conjured by the several declarations of parliament, to the defence of our own and the people’s just rights and liberties.’ The army then issued a series of demands, including freedom from prison for John Lilburne, Richard Overton, his wife, and other Levellers.

         But it also had one other demand: the impeachment of 11 Presbyterian MPs on charges of negotiating with royalists.

         This was the one of the first glimmers of the bleak moral irony which would hang over the coming events. Just as the king had done when he first sparked the civil war, the soldiers were demanding the right to remove elected parliamentarians at will. The only difference was that this time it would be done in the name of the people.

         The Commons refused to hand over the MPs, but the men themselves withdrew from parliament, probably out of concern for their own safety.

         In truth, it was not at all clear that the New Model Army was really representing the people. On the streets of London, there were signs of a royalist counter-insurgency. In June and July 1647, violent demonstrations demanded the return of the king and the abolition of the New Model Army. On 26th July, a crowd broke into parliament, forced 47its way into the Lords and made the peers repeal a vote castigating a previous demonstration. Then they broke into the Commons and started ordering MPs around.

         In the turmoil that followed, Fairfax decided to take matters into his own hands and advance towards the capital. The New Model Army took control of the city instantly. When Fairfax reached the Tower of London he was given a copy of the Magna Carta, the centuries-old agreement which had first limited the power of the king. ‘This is what we have fought for,’ he said, ‘and by God’s help we must maintain.’ The New Model Army alliance with the Levellers was now in control of England.
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         The newly-democratised army quickly issued its first declaration of executive intent: the Heads of Proposals.

         All the previous deals the king had received came directly from parliament. These were the first to be independently generated by a third party. They were concerned not just with limiting his powers, but that of parliament as well. Far from being an occupying power, the army was drawing up the terms for a new constitutional settlement.

         It was one of the first instances of what later blossomed into a tenet of liberalism: the separation of powers. The army was trying to prevent too much control being held in one place.

         Parliament would no longer be the plaything of the king, but it could only sit for between 120 and 240 days before a new one had to be formed. Seats would be redistributed to make them more representative. The king lost his authority over the military for ten years, but opponents of parliament were barred from office for just five years, meaning he would soon have political representatives. Most importantly, the army did not propose abolishing the bishops, a feature of all previous peace terms. The king even got a legislative veto. Both sides had to accept freedom of religion.48

         The Heads of Proposals were based on forgiveness for deeds committed during the war and an attempt to lay out a fair and enduring settlement for the future. Charles couldn’t have asked for a better deal.

         Rainsborough and Henry Ireton, Cromwell’s son-in-law, delivered the document to him. If the king would accept it, the army could, in one stroke, restore parliament and the monarchy. The conflict would be over.

         The king sat in silence. He read the proposals, then turned to Ireton and said: ‘You cannot be without me. You will fall to ruin if I do not sustain you.’

         His reply spoke volumes about his failure to understand the historical moment. He was now negotiating directly with an elected, independent army. But his own responses were burdened with the weight of ancient Godly rights, like commandments passed down on stone tablets. He was speaking a different language.

         Rainsborough was aghast at the king’s response and left enraged. Ireton negotiated for a further three hours, but Charles was pursuing his flirt-and-delay tactic. It would be months before he sent a formal response, by which time the army had lost all patience with him.

         From this point on, the army’s proposals became much more radical. A document called The Case of the Army Truly Stated was drawn up in early October and presented to Fairfax. It contained the usual practical concerns about indemnity for troops, but alongside it there was a clear statement of the moral basis for a new national constitutional settlement.

         ‘All power is originally and essentially in the whole body of the people of this nation,’ it read. ‘Their free choice or consent by their representatives is the only origin or foundation of all just government.’ Parliament was to be dissolved and new elections held. The existing property requirement for voters of a 40-shilling freehold would be abolished. All Englishmen above the age of 21 could vote unless they were an ally of the king.49

         A date for a debate on the paper was set for 28th October 1647 in St Mary’s Church in Putney. It would become one of the most crucial events in the history of ideas.
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         By the time delegates turned up, agitators and Levellers had already turned the Putney debates on their head. Instead of bringing a copy of the Case of the Army, they had suddenly produced a new and even more radical document: the Agreement of the People. The basic democratic principles were the same, but Agreement of the People was more detailed and far-reaching.

         At its root was the idea of inalienable individual rights. The Agreement had turned Overton’s article into a codified list of legal freedoms. These included freedom from arbitrary imprisonment, freedom of religious worship, freedom from military conscription, indemnity for acts in wartime, the right to refuse any law which was ‘destructive to the safety and well-being of the people,’ and equality before the law. Discrimination would be prohibited on the basis of ‘tenure, estate, charter, degree, birth or place.’

         ‘These things,’ it said, pre-empting words which would ring out in America 150 years later, ‘we declare to be our native rights.’

         It was one of the world’s first visions of a liberal society. In many areas, such as indemnity and conscription, the actual rights demanded were clearly a product of their time and circumstance. But what mattered was that the Levellers were outlining an early democratic system in which the public elected people to make laws and then carved out a protected area for the freedom of the individual that those laws could not infringe. There was a demand for democracy, but also a recognition that there were certain things democracy was not entitled to do.

         Cromwell chaired the debate. He cut a lonely and thoughtful figure. As chair, he regularly called people to speak only to have them angrily 50outline his failings. He would then go on to select someone else, only for them to do the same.

         Cromwell was ultimately a force for conservatism and many of his comments were plainly self-interested. But he was even-handed enough to chair the debates fairly and the objections he raised to the Leveller plan would highlight problems that liberalism grappled with for years afterwards.

         The first day of debate was lost to a largely procedural issue, but something changed on day two.

         The men started debating how far the right to vote should be extended. For a few short moments – probably no more than an hour or two – events came completely unmoored from their age. There was no talk of indemnity, or arrears, or the status of the king, any of the other practical concerns which dominated their immediate circumstance. It was pure political philosophy, an era ahead of its time.

         Rainsborough and Ireton, who had travelled together a month earlier to hand the Heads of Proposals to the king, now stood opposed to each other. Ireton asked if the agreement would give all men the vote, regardless of whether they had property. In response, Rainsborough delivered one of the most startling and beautiful expressions of early liberalism: ‘Really I think that the poorest he that is in England has a life to live as the greatest he, and therefore truly, sir, I think it’s clear that every man that is to live under a government ought first by his own consent to put himself under that government; and I do think that the poorest man in England is not at all bound in a strict sense to that government that he has not had a voice to put himself under.’

         Rainsborough was going further than just arguing for equality. He was recognising a crucial new element in political thought: consent. He was introducing Descartes’ individual ‘thinking thing’ into politics. The public’s approval was the basis for the legitimacy of government.

         Ireton was horrified. Abolishing the property requirement meant that people without any investment in the country would exercise political power. One of the first things they would do, presumably, was remove 51property from its owners. Anarchy would prevail. He insisted: ‘No person hath a right to an interest or share in the disposing of the affairs of the kingdom that hath not a permanent fixed interest in this kingdom.’

         Rainsborough replied: ‘What the soldier has fought for all this while? He has fought to enslave himself, to give power to men of riches, men of estates, to make him a perpetual slave.’ No-one could question the interest the soldiers around them had in the country. They had risked their lives for it.

         Something profound had been revealed, which would echo through liberal history. What did liberty mean when it came to property? Should it be restricted so that it did not interfere with economic arrangements? Or was it something much more radical? Would it start challenging the existing distribution of wealth?

         Neither man could have known it, but they were firing the opening shots in a war that would go on for centuries, and which is still going on today, between two different approaches to liberalism.

         Cromwell then seized the advantage. He pointed out a weakness in the concept of ‘the people’ with a devastatingly simple question: Which people?

         The Agreement claimed to be ‘of’ the people, but it was not subscribed to by all the people. In fact, hardly anyone outside of that room had even heard of it. And yet here were these men – agitators and Levellers – claiming to speak for the whole country. It might not, Cromwell, pointed out, be any more reasonable than an agreement reached by another set of people.

         This was true. Those rioting crowds overrunning parliament had shown that opinion in the country was mixed. Many city-dwellers were sympathetic to the king. Most of the Levellers’ supporters were from what was called the ‘middling sort’ – apprentices, tradesmen, lesser gentry, merchants and craftsmen. The very rich didn’t support them – but neither did the very poor.

         Indeed, as the debate went on, the men in the hall started trimming the groups who might be counted among ‘the people.’ Women were 52the first casualties – in fact, they were never mentioned. It was simply unthinkable they would be given a voice in politics. Foreigners were excluded too. Then servants were removed, then beggars and debtors. This would equate to about a third of the adult male population. ‘The people’ was whittled down to comfortably-off men.

         The franchise under consideration still remained far broader than anything else put forward at this point in history. But something revealing had happened. The self-appointed representatives of the people were excluding whole groups from that category while still maintaining that it gave them democratic legitimacy.

         After that, the debate turned back to the more immediate concern about what should be done with the king. But as they discussed his fate, he escaped.
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         Charles gave his guards the slip and rode south. He got lost in the New Forest, then eventually found his way to the Isle of Wight, where he planned to sail to France, but was instead locked up in Carisbrooke Castle. From there, he tried to coordinate a new bout of warfare, with a Scottish invasion from the north coinciding with royalist uprisings in England.

         The confusion and uproar caused by his manoeuvre gave Fairfax and Cromwell an opportunity to suffocate the radical movement in the army.

         Fairfax announced a rendezvous where all the soldiers could meet to discuss their position. Soldiers turned up ready to sign off on the Agreement. But when they got there, senior officers arrested radical ringleaders.

         A new document, called A Remonstrance from his Excellency Sir Thomas Fairfax, was put forward containing a classic compromise position – the product of a smart leader who knew how much to concede.

         The offer addressed the primary concerns of the army, such as indemnity 53and arrears. It also promised some vague constitutional reforms, with free and fair elections on ‘an equal representation of the people that are to elect,’ although quite what that meant in practice was not clear. And that was it. There was to be no formal equality. The franchise was not mentioned. Democracy and individual rights were ignored.

         Then Fairfax faced down the soldiers. His natural authority, practical promises, and tactical nous won the day. Nine ringleaders were picked out and three sentenced to death, but only one was executed.

         The mutiny was dead. The Leveller dream was broken. But the rhetoric of the people did not go away. Instead, it was taken by the army command and used to justify what it did next.

         Fairfax was able to turn his attention to the Scottish invasion and a looming royalist revolt, both of which were suppressed. Charles was defeated once again. And this time there was no more sympathy for him. The demand for him to be tried became a clamour.

         A new proposal was written up, which would force the king’s trial. It was called The Remonstrance of the Army. It was read to the Commons over four hours on 20th November 1648 and heard in deathly silence. MPs knew what it meant. This wasn’t just the end for the king. It was the end of their way of doing business.

         They delayed its consideration for a week and tried to pursue peace terms with Charles. But the army couldn’t be stopped – it moved from St Albans to Windsor, then from Windsor to London.

         On the cold, dry morning of 6th December 1648, England experienced its first coup d’état. The army deployed infantry and cavalry units around parliament and inside it, as well as patrols on the streets in the surrounding area. When MPs tried to enter, they found a man named Colonel Thomas Pride standing by the door. In his hand was a list. It contained the names of MPs who had voted to prolong negotiations with the king. Those who were not on the list were allowed to enter. Anyone on the list was immediately detained.

         Forty-one MPs were arrested. A total of 110 MPs were formally excluded. Combined with those who voluntarily stayed away, they 54numbered about 270 of the Commons’ 470 members. This was called Pride’s Purge.

         From now on, it would be known as the Rump Parliament. The Commons was under army control. Parliament declared that ‘the people are, under God, the original of all just power.’ But it meant nothing.

         The king was put on trial in the Great Hall in Westminster. When the impeachment was read out in the name of ‘the good people of England,’ Fairfax’s wife, who was sitting in the public gallery, shouted: ‘It is a lie. Not half, nor a quarter of the people of England.’

         But protests did not help. The court took a few days to consider the evidence and find Charles guilty. On 30th January, he was escorted under guard from St James’s Palace to a scaffold at the Palace of Whitehall. He said a prayer and put his head on the axeman’s block. He died at 2pm.

         Instead of a democratic revolution, the parliament of the people descended into tyranny. It struggled on for another four years before Cromwell staged another coup and booted out the Rump. Soon enough, he secured the power to nominate his own successor and chose his eldest son. He was king in all but name.

         The Levellers faded away. Walwyn retired to write books on medicine. Overton went to the Netherlands with his wife. Lilburne, being Lilburne, was put on trial, acquitted, exiled on pain of death, then returned, was put on trial again, and once again acquitted. He died on bail, in Kent, at the age of 43.

         ‘Though we fail,’ he wrote, ‘our truths prosper.’

         And that was precisely what happened. The Leveller dream had been stripped of meaning and then its language used to justify that which destroyed it. But over the next 150 years, the principles it established would conquer the world.

      

   


   
      
         
55
            3. THE THREE REVOLUTIONS

         

         I. The Glorious Revolution

         The Levellers’ ideals took hold through three revolutions. Each helped lead to the next, in a strange dance of political philosophy, money and geopolitics. It began in England, shifted to North America, then arrived in France.

         When the dust settled, the half-formed yearnings for freedom of the English Civil War had transformed the world. But that process was violent. The dream of liberty was still young and ferocious. So when modern freedom did come, it claimed a blood-price, one that was so severe that it threatened to discredit liberalism before it even reached maturity.

         It began with two brothers: Charles and James. They were the sons of King Charles I, who had died on the scaffold in Whitehall at the end of the civil war. Their response to that traumatic episode would define the events to come.

         Charles, the former king’s eldest son, was more canny and astute than his father. He knew just how much to bend, and with whom to form alliances, to ensure his survival. He soon had an opportunity to put those skills to use. England’s experiment with Republicanism didn’t last long. Just over a decade after the execution of his father, he was invited over from his exile in Holland to become Charles II.

         He was ostensibly a Protestant, but suspicion grew about his sympathies towards Catholicism – and it was well founded. His mother was 56Catholic, his wife was Catholic, his mistress was Catholic, he was in a close alliance with Louis XIV, the Catholic king of France, and his younger brother James was Catholic. That last part was a significant problem, because all of Charles’ many children were illegitimate, placing James next in line to the throne. James’ Catholicism left a ticking bomb in the febrile politics of 17th-Century England, counting down towards a Papist monarch.

         The fuse was lit in 1678, when a conspiracy theory about a French plot to assassinate Charles and replace him with James was fabricated by a fantasist called Titus Oates. For three years, Oates rode a wave of paranoia and incrimination in London, and radicals in the Commons set about trying to remove James from the line of succession. This would solve the problem at a stroke, because James’ daughter Mary was a Protestant, who lived in Holland with her husband William of Orange – they could simply sail across the sea to be crowned.

         The ensuing battle between parliament and the king was called the Exclusion Crisis.

         Charles offered to limit the powers of a future Catholic monarch, but he set himself hard against altering the line of succession. On three occasions between 1679 and 1681, MPs looked on the verge of passing an exclusion bill and he responded by either suspending parliament or putting pressure on the Lords to reject it.

         In the furnace of this crisis, two groups emerged who would go on to become the templates for modern political parties: the Whigs and the Tories.

         The Whigs led the battle against the king. In a way, they were the successors to the Levellers, although they came from a higher social class and were less radical. They saw monarchy as a man-made institution that was meant to benefit the community and themselves as protectors of the ancient constitution – a hazy repository of Anglo-Saxon law that no-one could properly describe.

         The Tories saw monarchy as being governed by divine law, which meant the hereditary succession could not be broken. They believed in 57the firm authority of the Crown and the Church of England. If James became king, they believed, then so be it. That was the arrangement under English law and English law would defend them from arbitrary government.

         Both groups hated Catholicism, but as the Exclusion Crisis wore on, the Tories made a strategic judgement. Out of the twin threats of Catholicism and radical Whigs, they decided it was the Whigs who posed the biggest threat to the British constitution and a reprise of the anarchy of the civil war.

         Together, the king and the Tories proved unbeatable. The clamour for exclusion was turned back. Whigs were dismissed from office in local government and pursued in the courts. Some fled into exile. Others were executed. By 1685, the Whigs were a spent political force.

         And then something happened which changed everything. Charles died.

         It wasn’t a Catholic plot which got him in the end – just natural causes. But it made little difference in the overall scheme of things. The Whigs’ worst nightmare had come true. A Catholic king now ruled over England.
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         James II had a brutal authoritarian streak. He had learned it early on, as a teenager, when his father was executed, and then afterwards when he pursued a military career in exile. He was hard, single-minded and inspired by the notion of divine right to believe that he must be obeyed at all times. After one failed rebellion against his rule, he hung up so many body parts of his opponents that the south west of England looked like ‘a vast anatomical museum.’

         But there was another side to James. He genuinely seemed to believe in religious freedom. His opponents accused him of trying to instigate a Catholic takeover of England, but actually his aim was more moderate than that. It was toleration. 58

         When he ascended to the throne, Catholics were barred from worship, education and publishing by penal laws and from holding office or sitting in parliament by legislation called the Test Acts. He wanted to abolish these restrictions. Once Catholic clergy could compete with Protestants on equal terms, he believed, new believers would follow naturally.

         It was a strange battle for liberty, one which can’t really be categorised in modern terms. James used arbitrary powers to pursue religious tolerance. His opponents fought against arbitrary power to maintain religious discrimination.

         But regardless of its political complications, James’ approach had a crucial strategic flaw. He alienated too many people without bringing enough supporters onside to make up for it. The Whigs would always regard him as a Popish king with no respect for parliament. And by breaking his allegiance with the Church of England, he also outraged the Tories.

         James increased the size of the army and appointed Catholic officers, tried to stop the Anglican clergy from criticising him in sermons, opened up a Catholic chapel and attempted to break up the Anglican monopoly in university education. In Ireland, which was increasingly viewed as a test case for the kind of regime he wanted to introduce in England, he filled the ranks of the army with Catholics, appointed Catholic judges and put requirements for Catholic membership on institutions.

         When parliament asked questions, he simply suspended and dissolved it. He pursued his goal with an abandon that was undiluted by any respect for England’s constitutional arrangements. He used his royal powers to suspend the laws against religious nonconformity, exempt individual Catholics from restrictions under the Test Acts, and suspend the penal laws, thereby allowing them to worship freely.

         But this only got James half the way. Royal powers could be easily undone by the next monarch. To secure long-lasting change, he needed to formally repeal the penal laws and Test Acts in parliament. So James set about trying to pack the Commons with people who would do his bidding. MPs from the parliament he’d suspended were asked 59about their willingness to repeal. The local voting system was purged to secure compliant men.

         It was a comprehensive assault, but even so, for most of James’ reign, Protestants thought they would probably be able to sit it out. After all, his Protestant daughter Mary would be along soon enough and normality would resume. Then, overnight, that presumption fell away.

         On 10th June 1688, James’ wife bore a healthy son, the first after 15 years of marriage. There was a new Catholic heir to the throne. That meant that anything James did would remain embedded in the English constitution. Protestants were no longer in a waiting game, but a fight for survival.

         Seven leading figures in English political life – a bishop and six peers – wrote to William of Orange in Holland pledging their support if he brought a force to England against James. It was an invitation to invade. William had encouraged the offer and, when it came, he accepted it eagerly.

         He claimed to act as a defender of English liberties, arriving from overseas to save it from papist tyranny, but in fact his motivation was more cynical. He was locked in a protracted conflict with France. An invasion offered a chance to break the Franco-English alliance and bring the English firmly and definitively into the Protestant block.

         It was this geopolitical calculation, more than any of the rhetoric about English liberty, which motivated him. And it would prove decisive in the emergence of liberalism in the years to come.

         William set sail with a massive invasion fleet, carrying 15,000 soldiers, 18 infantry battalions and 4,092 cavalry, as well as vast amounts of propaganda to be distributed in England. It arrived on what was later dubbed a ‘Protestant wind,’ which drove his fleet down the English Channel while keeping James’ trapped in the Thames Estuary. They landed at Torbay in Devon on 5th November, the day the last Catholic plot against England was thwarted back in 1605. For many Protestants, it seemed as if God himself were orchestrating events. And that’s pretty much how it played out.60

         Things fell apart for James almost immediately. He left London to take the fight to William, only to find that the capital and other towns and cities were erupting in anti-Catholic rioting. Whig and Tory peers in the north started a rebellion. His commanders fell away and defected to the enemy, followed by the rank-and file. He developed a severe nosebleed which laid him low for hours at a time, possibly as a result of extreme stress. He may have had a nervous breakdown.

         And then, as he gave up fighting and retreated back to the capital, having not even engaged the enemy, he learned that his youngest daughter, Anne, had also deserted him. ‘God help me,’ he cried. ‘My own children have forsaken me.’

         All hope was lost. On 11th December James tried to flee the country, boarding a small boat in the Thames and throwing the Great Seal, which authorised legislation, into the water. He was captured by some sailors and taken to an inn, where a crowd abused him. When the Earl of Ailesbury arrived to take him back to London, he found the king sitting in a chair, with a beard, looking exactly as his father had in a painting made at his trial. It felt like history was repeating itself.

         But this time there would be no execution. It was simply much easier for all involved if James succeeded in his mission to get out of the country. He was told that he could retire to Rochester, where Dutch troops were given clear orders to allow him to escape. He soon left the house, took a rowing boat to the mouth of the Medway and met a ship that would take him to France.

         William entered London on the same day James left it. England had been taken with barely a shot fired.
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         It was called the Glorious Revolution. In the years that followed it would be portrayed as a serene and bloodless event in which parliament finally established itself over the monarchy. In fact it was a 61mess – a mad scramble of practical necessities under the shadow of foreign military might.

         Once the king was gone, the schism between Whigs and Tories, which had been papered over by their mutual loathing of James during the crisis, quickly re-emerged.

         The Whigs argued that James had broken the ancient constitution between ruler and people. But they couldn’t say where the constitution lay, who signed it, what the mechanism was for enforcing it, or what the consequences were for violating it. In fact, they didn’t really want to answer those questions, because to do so would confirm a general right of revolution. Unlike the Levellers, the Whigs were members of the political elite. William’s invasion gave them an opportunity to help run the country again. The last thing they wanted was to establish the legitimacy of rebellion.

         But they were clear on one thing: the strict line of succession didn’t really matter. Now that James had run away, it was parliament’s job to select a new monarch.

         The Tories felt differently. During the Exclusion Crisis they had elevated the idea of the line of succession to the pinnacle of importance as a sacred principle of English life.

         Their remaining convictions were in disarray. They had emphasised royal power and the authority of the Church of England, but James’ reign meant choosing between them. So now they were in a state of ideological breakdown, grasping around for convictions they could still hold.

         A Convention was launched to reach a constitutional settlement, made up of a Whig-dominated House of Commons and a Tory-dominated House of Lords. The two sides had to find a compromise.

         The primary question was who would sit on the throne. If it was Mary, the Tories could claim that the line of succession had been maintained. If it was William, the Whigs could claim the line of succession had been broken and parliament had the right to select monarchs.

         In the end, an exasperated William made the decision for them. He issued a threat. If the politicians didn’t come to a conclusion quickly, 62he would simply leave and take his army with him, leaving parliament vulnerable to the French army and the anarchic mob engaging in bouts of anti-Catholic rioting.

         That sharpened minds. The Commons and Lords agreed to a resolution that James had broken ‘the original contract between king and people’ and ‘abdicated the government.’ The throne was therefore ‘vacant.’ William and Mary became joint monarchs in principle, with William exercising power in practice.

         Both sides would later take advantage of the ambiguity of this statement to interpret the frenzy of what took place in their own narrative. But the real relevance of the Glorious Revolution in the history of ideas did not come from its political settlement. It came from a book, released shortly afterwards, which defined and justified what had happened. The manner in which it did so would interpret events in the most radical way possible and then spread that idea around the world, with profound consequences. It was The Two Treatises of Government by John Locke.
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